Book Review by James J. Wirtz of Defending frenemies: alliances, politics, and nuclear nonproliferation in US foreign policy by Jeffrey W. Taliaferro by Wirtz, James J.
Calhoun: The NPS Institutional Archive
DSpace Repository
Faculty and Researchers Faculty and Researchers' Publications
2019
Book Review by James J. Wirtz of Defending
frenemies: alliances, politics, and nuclear




Wirtz, James J. "Defending frenemies: alliances, politics, and nuclear
nonproliferation in US foreign policy." (2019): 1453-1454.
http://hdl.handle.net/10945/66391
This publication is a work of the U.S. Government as defined in Title 17, United
States Code, Section 101. Copyright protection is not available for this work in the
United States.
Downloaded from NPS Archive: Calhoun
Conflict, security and defence
1453
International Affairs 95: 6, 2019
the number of insights throughout its pages. It is my hunch that, in its call for a more open, 
encompassing and creative view of intelligence as an activity, process and output, this book 
will become a classic in intelligence studies. 
Patrick Bury, University of Bath, UK
Defending frenemies: alliances, politics, and nuclear nonproliferation in US foreign 
policy. By Jeffrey W. Taliaferro. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 2019. 312pp. £79.23. 
isbn 978 0 1909 3 930 4.
A perennial complaint voiced by disarmament advocates concerns inconsistencies in US 
non-proliferation policy that have led to a mixed record in halting the spread of nuclear 
weapons among client and allied states. Sometimes, US administrations move decisively 
to terminate nuclear programmes. The United States, for instance, managed to shut down 
South Korean and Taiwanese nuclear weapons initiatives. In the case of Pakistan and 
Israel, however, US policies were more equivocal and the outcomes were quite different. 
Although the realities of Cold-War realpolitik were not always aligned with the expectations 
of non-proliferation champions, debate about US non-proliferation policy often seemed 
centred on allegations of hypocrisy, rather than understanding how competing demands 
influenced the US response to the proliferation threat.
In this beautifully crafted monograph, Jeffrey Taliaferro sets out to explain variations 
in US non-proliferation efforts involving ‘frenemies’, states that benefited from ongoing 
defence relationships with the United States. Although Taliaferro tests several theories to 
explain the dynamics of US policy, he is primarily concerned with demonstrating how 
neo-classical realist theory can explain why the United States responded in various ways 
to South Korean, Pakistani, Israeli and Taiwanese nuclear aspirations. Taliaferro makes 
a convincing case that when regional threats are moderate and time-horizons are long, 
US policy-makers take a hard line against would-be proliferators. When regional insta-
bility looms large and threats are immediate, responding to pressing security challenges by 
shoring up clients and friends tends to take precedence over non-proliferation objectives.
Taliaferro is careful not to offer judgements about what approach is best at stopping 
proliferation among allies and friends—his theoretical focus is on explaining the type of 
policies adopted in response to proliferation challenges, not necessarily on the success or 
failure of those policies. Nevertheless, his well-researched case-studies highlight the twists 
and turns of events and tactics, as US officials worked to stem proliferation. His country 
chapters not only serve as short, albeit detailed, descriptions of these diplomatic incidents, 
they also provide insights into how policy-makers wield threats and inducements, assess 
leverage, integrate intelligence estimates into policy and weigh risks in attempting to 
achieve their objectives.
Although Taliaferro demonstrates that US efforts to stop proliferation varied in both 
intensity and form, everyone without exception in the US government labelled prolif-
eration as detrimental to both their country’s interests and international stability. Indeed, 
reading the book one is reminded of Richard Betts’s observation that no policy-maker has 
ever believed that security would be enhanced if more states possessed nuclear weapons. 
Nevertheless, Taliaferro’s analysis also demonstrates that when it comes to stopping prolif-
eration, leverage is hard to come by. As policy-makers came to realize, the United States 
could at best delay Pakistan’s and Israel’s nuclear programmes; to do more would have put 
at risk the overall goal of containing the Soviet Union. The non-proliferation literature also 
tends to treat the South Korean and Taiwanese nuclear programmes as minor incidents that 
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were terminated quickly by US pressure. Taliaferro’s narrative illustrates, however, that US 
non-proliferation efforts were no simple matter and required persistence and nuance to deal 
with developing events.
Although Defending frenemies focuses on Cold War history and theory testing, it is of 
current policy relevance. Admittedly, today’s nuclear proliferation threats—Iran and 
North Korea—are not posed by ‘frenemies’. Nevertheless, given the potential emergence 
of new nuclear-armed states there is a chance that states not covered by the US nuclear 
umbrella might reassess their non-nuclear status. If the situation involving nuclear prolif-
eration becomes more fluid, policy-makers might again have to choose between carrots and 
sticks to stop nuclear proliferation among frenemies.
James J. Wirtz, Naval Postgraduate School, USA
The Royal College of Defence Studies 1927–2017: ninety years of preparing strategic 
leaders. By Andrew Stewart. London: Royal College of Defence Studies. 2017. 140pp. 
Available online free of charge.
Better an educated soldiery than ‘a rapacious and licentious one’. This gloss on Edmund Burke’s 
1783 admonition might seem a fitting definition of the role of the Royal College of Defence 
Studies (RCDS) both in the evolution of military doctrine and as a clear demonstration of 
British soft power at its best. Established in 1927 as the Imperial Defence College, it became 
the Royal College of Defence Studies in 1972, having moved to an elegant, freestanding and 
well-equipped house in London’s Belgrave Square. Currently, some 150 members, equally 
divided between British and overseas counterparts, attend a year-long course of intense 
reflection and debate on major issues of world affairs. The book opens with a well-informed 
foreword from former Chief of the Defence Staff Air Chief Marshal Sir Stuart Peach and a 
helpful commentary from Sir Tom Phillips, Commandant at the time of publication. 
We owe a considerable debt to Andrew Stewart (until recently Academic Studies Director 
to the college) for his absorbing study of the college’s role in British military education over 
the last 90 years. He outlines in helpful detail the history of the college, delving profit-
ably into its archive and demonstrating how the key incentive behind its foundation was 
the pressure to learn from past experience. Thus in May 1920 Earl Curzon, then foreign 
secretary, argued that the First World War ‘differed from all previous British wars, indeed 
from all previous wars in scale and character’ (p. 11). Hence the need, according to Winston 
Churchill, for a ‘common staff brain’ (p. 14) embedded in an institution to train a ‘body of 
officers and civilian officials in the broadest aspects of imperial strategy … with the instruc-
tional staff … drawn from the three fighting services’ (p. 20). Another key figure in the 
early history of the college was the indefatigable Sir Maurice Hankey, the long-serving 
Secretary of the Committee of Imperial Defence. It was he who advised Churchill about 
the composition of the committee established in 1922 to consider the creation of a Joint 
Staff College (p. 14).
The author has many interesting things to say about the college’s role over nearly a 
century’s activity, particularly debates over the length, academic substance and impact of 
the course of instruction and its rigorous scope and intensity. The college’s reputation is such 
that it has never had difficulty in attracting experts in a variety of relevant fields. Emphasis 
is placed on regional and country studies, together with analysis of diplomatic theory and 
practice and the problems of economic and social development. The resulting debate is 
thus a genuine learning experience for all concerned. The course also enhances Britain’s 
reputation abroad. What must be stressed is that a decent military education requires not 
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